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SECOND SPECIAL REPORT FROM 


i THE SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY COMMITTEE 


The Science and Technology Committee is appointed under Standing Order No 152 to examine the 


expenditure, administration and policy of the Office of Science and Technology and of associated public 
bodies. 


The Committee consists of 11 Members. It has a quorum of three. Unless the House otherwise orders, all 
Members nominated to the Committee continue to be Members of it for the remainder of the Parliament. 
The Committee has power: 


(a) to send for persons, papers and records, to sit notwithstanding any adjournment of the House, to 
adjourn from place to place, and to report from time to time; 


(b) to appoint specialist advisers either to supply information which is not readily available or to 
elucidate matters of complexity within the Committee’s order of reference; 


(c) to communicate to any other such committee and to the Committee of Public Accounts, the 
Deregulation Committee and the Environmental Audit Committee its evidence and any other 
documents relating to matters of common interest; and 


(d) to meet concurrently with any other such committee for the purposes of deliberating, taking 
evidence, or considering draft reports. 


The following were nominated Members of the Committee on 14 July 1997: 


Mr David Atkinson Mr Nigel Jones 

Mr Nigel Beard Dr Ashok Kumar 

Dr Michael Clark Mrs Caroline Spelman 
Mrs Claire Curtis-Thomas Mr Desmond Turner 
Dr Ian Gibson Dr Alan W Williams 


Dr Lynne Jones 
Dr Michael Clark was elected Chairman on 30 July 1997. 
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The cost of printing and publishing this Special Report is estimated by The Stationery Office at £340. 


SECOND SPECIAL REPORT 


The Science and Technology Committee has agreed to the following Special Report: 


GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO THE THIRD REPORT FROM THE SCIENCE AND 
TECHNOLOGY COMMITTEE, SESSION 1996-97 


1. The Science and Technology Committee reported to the House on The Natural Environment Research 
Council and Research into Climate Change in its Third Report of Session 1996-97, published on 26 March 
1997 as HC 81. 


2. The Government’s response to the Committee’s Report was received on 18 October 1997. It is 
reproduced as an Annex to this Special Report. 
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ANNEX 


Government Response to recommendations of the House of Commons Science and Technology Committee’s 
Report on the Natural Environment Research Council and Research into Climate Change 


INTRODUCTION 


The Science and Technology Committee of the House of Commons determined on 22 May 1996 that its 
second inquiry into a Research Council would deal with the Natural Environment Research Council 
(NERC). Its first inquiry of this kind dealt with the Particle Physics and Astronomy Research Council. The 
Committee’s objective in both cases was to combine an overview of the work of the Research Council in 
question with a more extensive examination of a particular topic. In the case of NERC the Committee decided 
to look at the arrangements for research into global climate change, a topic requiring extensive collaboration 
with the international research community and in that respect similar to the topic chosen in the first inquiry. 


The Committee published its report on 12 March 1997. The report is mainly concerned with research on 
global climate change which in fact only accounts for a quarter of NERC’s research portfolio. However not 
only was the subject itself considered to be of intrinsic interest but many of the factors which affect its success 
were believed to be common to other topics in the NERC portfolio and in some cases to the science base as 
a whole. 


The Government welcome the report and find it encouraging. The report highlighted a number of issues. 
This response deals with each issue in turn reproducing the relevant text highlighted in the report and 
following the text with the Government’s view on the matter. 


The Climate Agenda says ‘The fundamental tenet of the WCP is that the climate problem is best addressed 
through the voluntary contributions of nations to international programs which they have had the opportunity to 
design.’ We agree that this method has been successful and should continue in future. We regard The Climate 
Agenda as the best available way of identifying priorities for future research, and we expect that it will help 
international organisations to avoid duplication. (Para 17) 


The Government agree with the Committee: the alternative of a monolithic directed international 
programme would simply add bureaucracy without adding value. There is no intention to change government 
policy in respect of this fundamental tenet of the WCP. 


We congratulate those responsible for ensuring that climate change research in Britain has been successful and 
has been handled so effectively. (Para 24) 


There is much merit in devolving the choice of topics to the researchers best placed to make them, and we 
endorse the principle that research programmes should be driven by peer review rather than centrally by 
government. (Para 31) 


The Government share these views: we applaud the success of climate change research in Britain and look 
to further success; at programme level, for fundamental research programmes addressing international 
scientific issues, the well-established peer review process should be the main instrument by which decisions 
are taken on what research to fund. Decisions on which projects to fund will continue to be delegated to the 
Research Councils and their members in keeping with the long-established Haldane Principle. Strategic 
government direction and co-ordination should be reserved for mechanisms such as IACGEC, which aims to 
maintain an overview of global environmental change research and facilitate a concerted approach to specific 
national and international issues. 


We also recommend that whatever co-ordinating mechanisms are established for research into global 
environmental change, among them should be a successor body to the [ACGEC in which the Chief Scientific 
Adviser, the Heads of Research Councils, the Chief Scientists of relevant departments and independent members 
from industry are represented. (Para 31) 


Sir John Houghton was concerned that the United Kingdom “does not have a lead department which has taken 
responsibility” for research into global environmental change. The solution to the problems we have identified 
does not require centralisation of responsibility into one department. However it does need strong leadership from 
the successor to the IACGEC, and, still more importantly, from the OST, in working to ensure that all 
government departments remain aware of the importance of this science base to the nation, and to their role in 
maintaining its excellence. (Para 62 - Conc.) 


Shortly after the Committee completed its inquiry the IACGEC was reconstituted under a new chairman, 
Professor Sir Richard Southwood (Pro-Vice Chancellor and Professor of Zoology at Oxford University and 
a director of Glaxo Wellcome), following a review by the Government Chief Scientific Adviser (CSA) 
Sir Robert May who has overall responsibility for IACGEC. As part of the review the CSA sought comments 
on past performance and the future role of IACGEC from the existing members, from other members of 
EDS(O) and from the Royal Society. There was a full response. The review concluded that IACGEC should 
be retained with much the same aims as before and the same seniority of representation. However a broader 
and more flexible membership structure has been introduced with full and associate members. This allows 
the additional direct participation of DTI’s Environment Directorate, MAFF, the Scottish Office and the 
Department for International Development. The review also recommended the establishment of other 
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mechanisms for wider consultation on national policies and actions. This together with the strengthened DTI 
representation should enable the Committee to take fuller account of the views of industry. Also the OST is 
now a full member whereas it previously only enjoyed observer status. One of OST’s prime responsibilities 
Is preserving the excellence of the UK science base and it will ensure that the Director General of Research 
Councils is fully briefed and has the opportunity to contribute on relevant issues. 


The reconstituted IACGEC has now met under Sir Richard Southwood’s chairmanship to discuss 
inter alia the further development and implementation of the UK Global Environmental Strategy. As a first 
step it has been agreed that UK funding agencies should be asked to provide summaries of how their 
portfolios are being developed, their view of the main user needs for research, and how well these needs are 
being met. In parallel, users or proxy users would be asked what they saw as the main issues to which global 
environmental research should be directed. The aim of this exercise is, through a process of iteration between 
funder and user views, to identify any gaps or bottlenecks and to rank research priorities. 


We recommend that the Met Office’s ability to run a high quality research programme be kept under review 
by the successors to this Committee and to the Defence Committee. (Para 34) 


The fact that the UK has no separation of civilian and military forecasting services has prevented costly 
duplication; it would be unfortunate if the combination of services now meant that the resources available for 
meteorological science were further reduced in real terms. (Para 52) 


The Met Office’s research programme has always sought to exploit the synergy between weather forcasting 
and climate change science and has been reviewed by IACGEC in the context of the overall national plan. 
Following the transition to trading fund, customer pressure for increased value for money is being met 
through additional efforts to maximise this synergy and to obtain additional gearing by co-ordination with 
other research agencies engaged in similar research. The reconstituted IACGEC will provide the essential 
national framework in which this co-ordination can develop. 


The United Kingdom’s influence in discussions of climate change is vastly enhanced by the fact that the Chief 
Executive of the Met Office is a scientist of international standing, as Professor Hunt and his predecessors have 
been. Professor Hunt’s successor is shortly to be chosen; in our view it is essential that whoever is given the post 
should also satisfy this criterion. (Para 35) 


Mr Peter Ewins FEng, formerly Chief Scientist at the Ministry of Defence, has been appointed as Chief 
Executive of the Meteorological Office from 1 August 1997. 


From the evidence available to us at this stage, NERC’s approach seems entirely reasonable; much will depend 
on the extent to which new initiatives which the Research Council chooses to fund in future recognise its 
responsibility for basic research. We are encouraged by the high level of support for research into climate change. 
The level of that support may fluctuate as large projects are completed or introduced, but we recommend that it 
remains a top priority. (Para 41) 


The Government agree that research into climate change should remain a high priority whilst at the same 
time being mindful of research councils’ responsibility for basic research. The NERC undertake rigorous 
soundly based portfolio planning involving feedback from and iteration with both user and research 
communities. This will ensure that these views are fully taken into account. 


We recommend that our successor Committee keeps the extent to which Research Councils are able to invest 
in major capital facilities under review. (Para 44) 


The Government recognise that this is an important issue. The Office of Science and Technology is 
currently assessing, with the Research Councils, the likely future need for major capital investment and will 
be considering how best to meet this need. 


We are concerned that changes in the attribution of European funding may reduce the Science Budget by 
stealth; the implications of the transfer of attribution to the OST should be acknowledged openly and in detail. 
In 1995-96 we won an undertaking from the Government that figures for the distribution of attribution between 
Government departments would be published in the Forward Look: we urge our successors to keep these figures 
under review. (Para 48) 


The departmental percentage attributions of EU expenditure in 1995-96 were listed in last year’s Forward 
Look. The figures for 1996-97 and 1997-98 have been listed in (Table 2.9) of the 1997 Statistics Volume 


(Cm 3695). 

It is easy for each department to pursue the course which will increase its ability to concentrate upon functions 
it regards as its core. The Government as a whole must be aware of the danger that even though the headline 
figure of the Science Budget may remain stable, a wider range of responsibilities will mean that it is spread more 
thinly and less effectively. (Para 53) 


As part of its Comprehensive Spending Review announced by the Chief Secretary on 11 June 1997 the 
Government will be examining the Science Budget. This review will include a consideration of the balance of 
Science Budget responsibilities. The IACGEC with its strategic overview of publicly funded global 
environmental change research, and with the involvement of OST, will also provide a valuable ongoing 
mechanism for focusing on key areas of overall responsibility. This will assist the Government in maintaining 
a balance funding portfolio, particularly in areas of cross-departmental or cross-agency responsibility. 
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While we appreciate the DTI’s concerns about confidentiality we believe the current situation is not 
satisfactory, and a higher priority should be given to maintaining the role of the NGIS as the national depository 
of geological information, especially as this could probably be done without significant costs. Once the period in 
which borehole data supplied to the DTI is confidential has passed, there should be a presumption that NGIS 
should receive any data it can use. Currently seismic data has no release date; this should be re-examined. The 
DTI, NERC and the BGS should consult one another before the next contracts are let to ensure that there is 
clear agreement over the NGIS’s needs, and that the contracts ensure that data is kept in a form which the NGIS 
can subsequently use and is transmitted to NGIS once it is no longer confidential. Other government departments 
may also need to be alert to the need to ensure that data they hold is made available to the appropriate data 
centres. (Para 59) 


It is not self evident that the best approach is for all data relating to a single topic to be held at a single 
location and under a single aegis. There could be significant costs in maintaining a single data depositry. All 
core data from wells is already made available to any person/body who wishes to study it after being held 
confidential for about five years. DTI is statutorily required to share this information and all, including BGS, 
have access to it but no-one preferentially. 


On the matter of release of seismic data, DTI is currently examining the case for offshore seismic data and 
has already released onshore seismic data. 


It is for the company seeking the business to judge whether it is worthwhile to compete for a particular tender. 
In this, the BGS is no different from any other contractor, and it should be prepared to be selective in its activities. 
Departments should also be aware that if this happens they will lose access to the BGS’s expertise and this may 
prove irreplaceable. (Para 61) 


The object of the tendering process is to achieve value for money on the contracts which are market tested. 
DTI for example saved £2 million over five years by opening up work previously done by BGS to competition 
in five separate contracts. Although BGS does excellent work in its core business areas it was not found to 
be best placed to undertake management of core stores, computer programming work and core analysis. The 
Government recognise that loss of BGS’s core business expertise would not be desirable but selectiveness in 
tender response would help to avoid this rather than encourage it. 
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